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Abstract
Oral communication is an important learning outcome in higher education that 
can be difficult to assess. This article presents how one institution paired an 
online survey of instructors with a more traditional direct assessment to conduct 
a comprehensive assessment of oral communication in a General Education 
program, illuminating both how students are performing and how instructors 
are teaching oral communication. Detailed methodology and a full survey 
instrument are provided so that readers can translate this model to assessing 
oral communication or other major competency areas at their own institutions. 
Highlights of the survey results are also presented. The authors ultimately explain 
how the survey has led to faculty development around oral communication and 
to new oral communication resources that are aligned with the specific obstacles 
identified by survey respondents. They also describe how survey results helped to 
further explain the findings of the direct assessment.

Using an Online Instructor Survey as Part of  
a Comprehensive Assessment: An Example in 

Oral Communication 

 Oral communication is a ubiquitous college-level learning outcome among core 
curricula and General Education (GenEd) programs, as well as within specific majors or 
degree programs. Like any major learning outcome, assessing oral communication should 
be included in regular assessment efforts. Unlike other major learning outcomes, however, 
scholars have noted that assessing communication skills is atypical, and study design can 
be difficult. Morreale et al. (2011), who presented a meta-analysis of oral communication 
assessment from 1975 to 2009, explained that “Methods of assessment used in other 
academic areas cannot always be adapted to communication, particularly to the assessment 
of oral communication skills” (p. 259). They also noted that since the mid 2000s, published 
articles on the topic have declined, making it difficult to find recent literature to guide study 
design for assessing oral communication at the college level (Morreale et al., 2011, p. 265).

 One common approach to assessing major competency areas follows the framework 
of “direct assessments,” or when “students…display their knowledge and skills” and “are 
evaluated using an assessment instrument. Objective tests, essays, presentations, and 
classroom assignments all meet this criterion” (Morreale et al., 2011, p. 257). To do this, one 
may collect anonymized student work items submitted as part of class work or course review 
efforts, and have faculty apply validated rubrics to assess them. Direct assessments allow 
for a program to directly test student performance and are often required by accreditation 
agencies. For example, Middle States accreditation requires “organized and systematic 
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